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As the global environmental crisis grows in scale and complexity, conservation
professionals and policymakers are increasingly called upon to make decisions despite
high levels of uncertainty, limited resources, and insufficient data. Global efforts to
protect biodiversity in areas beyond national jurisdiction require substantial international
cooperation and negotiation, both of which are characterized by unpredictability and
high levels of uncertainty. Here we build on recent studies to adapt forecasting
techniques from the fields of hazard prediction, risk assessment, and intelligence
analysis to forecast the likelihood of marine protected area (MPA) designation in the
Southern Ocean. We used two questionnaires, feedback, and a discussion round
in a Delphi-style format expert elicitation to obtain forecasts, and collected data on
specific biophysical, socioeconomic, geopolitical, and scientific factors to assess how
they shape and influence these forecasts. We found that areas further north along the
Western Antarctic Peninsula were considered to be less likely to be designated than
areas further south, and that geopolitical factors, such as global politics or events, and
socioeconomic factors, such as the presence of fisheries, were the key determinants of
whether an area was predicted to be more or less likely to be designated as an MPA.
Forecasting techniques can be used to inform protected area design, negotiation, and
implementation in highly politicized situations where data is lacking by aiding with spatial
prioritization, targeting scarce resources, and predicting the success of various spatial
arrangements, interventions, or courses of action.
Keywords: Antarctica, CCAMLR, conservation planning, expert elicitation, forecasting, marine conservation,
marine protected areas, Southern Ocean
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INTRODUCTION
In recent decades, the overexploitation of resources, habitat
degradation and loss, and a rapidly changing climate have
contributed to a precipitous decline in global marine biodiversity
(Doney et al., 2012; Halpern et al., 2015; Kroodsma et al., 2018;
IPBES, 2019). In response, the establishment of marine protected
areas (MPAs) has been encouraged to combat these threats
(Gaines et al., 2010; Spalding et al., 2013; Watson et al., 2014;
Bell et al., 2018). For example, the Zero Draft of the Post-2020
Global Biodiversity Framework has recommended that countries
use “protected areas and other effective area-based conservation
measures” to protect “at least 30% of land and sea areas” by
2030 (CBD, 2020).
To aid in reaching these targets and national or regional
priorities, scientists and conservation practitioners have used
systematic conservation planning methods to guide engagement
with stakeholders, prioritize key biodiversity areas, and allocate
scarce resources (Margules and Pressey, 2000; Pressey and
Bottrill, 2009; Groves and Game, 2015). However, the results
of these approaches are commonly constrained because many
planning exercises are characterized by high levels of uncertainty
about the socio-political system and lack sufficient or reliable
spatial/ecological data (Martin et al., 2012; McBride et al., 2012;
Sutherland and Burgman, 2015). In situations such as these,
expert elicitation can be used to inform protected area design
and conservation decision-making in general (Cook et al., 2010;
Martin et al., 2012; Sutherland et al., 2011; Wintle et al., 2018).
Expert elicitation is the collection of expert knowledge, which has
been defined as “substantive information on a particular topic
that is not widely known by others” (Martin et al., 2012).
Expert elicitation has a long history of successful application
in fields such as intelligence analysis, public health, engineering,
and disaster preparedness (O’Hagan et al., 2006; Burgman et al.,
2011b; Ungar et al., 2012) and has been increasingly crucial for
environmental management and the success of many large-scale
conservation assessments such as the IUCN Red List and IPCC
Reports (O’Hagan et al., 2006; Mastrandrea et al., 2010; IUCN,
2012, 2016). To date, scientists have employed expert elicitation
to assess the current state of the marine environment and
cumulative anthropogenic impacts (Ward, 2014; Giakoumi et al.,
2015), to assess the threats facing endangered species (Donlan
et al., 2010; Wilcox et al., 2016), to parameterize Bayesian models
(Choy et al., 2009; Kuhnert et al., 2010; Krueger et al., 2012a), and
to collaboratively identify conservation research priorities and/or
emerging issues (Kennicutt et al., 2014; Wildermann et al., 2018;
Wintle et al., 2018).
Forecasting is one form of structured expert elicitation
used to predict possible future outcomes that is increasingly
relied upon by environmental scientists to inform conservation
planning and natural resource management (Armstrong, 2001;
Krueger et al., 2012b; Martin et al., 2012; O’Hagan, 2019).
Forecasting methods can be used to obtain expert knowledge or
judgments about uncertain quantities or events in probabilistic
form (O’Hagan et al., 2006). Forecasting techniques have
not, to our knowledge, been previously used to prioritize
geographic areas for conservation, estimate the likelihood
of MPA designation, or inform international environmental
negotiations. Our study addresses this gap in the literature
and uses forecasting techniques (expert-based predictions) to
elicit single-event probabilities, i.e., the likelihood of occurrence,
for MPA designation (from this point on, we use the terms
“predicting” and “estimating” interchangeably). In doing so, we
build on early systematic conservation planning frameworks
(Margules and Pressey, 2000; Groves et al., 2002; Pressey and
Bottrill, 2009) and attempt to pursue our research objectives
in a way that complements parallel efforts to explore and
operationalize the concepts of feasibility (Mills et al., 2013;
Tulloch et al., 2014; Jones et al., 2018), social acceptability (Klein
et al., 2008; Adams et al., 2011), social vulnerability (Thiault et al.,
2017, 2018, 2019, 2021; Williamson et al., 2018), and uncertainty
(Regan et al., 2002; Burgman, 2005; Halpern et al., 2006; Lechner
et al., 2014; McCarthy et al., 2011).
Our specific elicitation focuses on predicting the likelihood
of designating additional no-take MPAs [in the Southern
Ocean context, no-take MPAs are referred to as General
Protection Zones (GPZs)] along the Western Antarctic
Peninsula and examining the relative influence of various
biophysical, socioeconomic, geopolitical, and scientific factors
in shaping those forecasts. We chose to investigate these
factors’ comparative influence because research has routinely
demonstrated that socioeconomic and political factors influence
conservation outcomes and vice versa (Ban et al., 2019;
Naidoo et al., 2019; Cinner et al., 2020). As a more general
methodological contribution, we describe data collection
methods for conservation scientists who may be considering
using probabilistic forecasts to inform conservation planning
efforts. Therefore, the three main objectives of this research
were to:
1) Use expert judgement to forecast the likelihood that various
geographic areas along the Western Antarctic Peninsula
will be designated as no-take MPAs (GPZs);
2) Assess the importance of biophysical, socioeconomic,
geopolitical, and scientific factors underpinning expert
forecasts; and
3) Measure the relative influence or strength of these factors
on the estimated likelihood of MPA designation.
By pursuing these objectives, we assess the feasibility of
using forecasting techniques to inform conservation planning,
decision-making, and ongoing negotiations over expanding the
existing network of MPAs in the Southern Ocean (Coetzee
et al., 2017; Sykora-Bodie and Morrison, 2019; Brooks et al.,
2020). Although forecasting techniques are not a substitute for
traditional site selection algorithms and spatial prioritization
methods, they can be used to supplement them. For example,
forecasting methods can be used to inform the design of MPA
proposals by: (1) identifying additional priority conservation
areas missed due to gaps in spatial data; (2) assessing their relative
social, economic, and political acceptability to decision-makers;
and (3) providing insights into how these factors shape broader
perceptions of acceptability. Additionally, we seek to show
how forecasting techniques can provide insights into situations
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FIGURE 1 | The area managed by the Convention on the Conservation of Antarctic Marine Living Resources (CCAMLR) – The shaded areas show existing and
proposed marine protected areas, including the proposed Domain 1 MPA (shown in blue). The Ross Sea region MPA’s Krill Research Zone and the Special Research
Zone permit limited fishing of krill and fish for scientific research purposes, while the General Protection Zone and entire South Orkney Islands Southern Shelf MPA
prohibit commercial fishing.
characterized by high levels of uncertainty and unpredictability
such as multi-national conservation negotiations (O’Hagan et al.,
2006; Ungar et al., 2012).
METHODS AND DATA ANALYSIS
Case Study
Our geographic focus is on the Western Antarctic Peninsula
in the Southern Ocean, which is managed under the auspices
of the Convention on/Commission for the Conservation of
Antarctic Marine Living Resources (CCAMLR) entrusted with
“safeguarding the environment and protecting the integrity
of the ecosystem of seas surrounding Antarctica” (CCAMLR,
1980). The Southern Ocean surrounding Antarctica is a highly
biodiverse ecosystem and plays a key role in regulating the earth’s
climate (Doney et al., 2012; Constable et al., 2014; Rintoul, 2018).
A growing tourism industry, expanding fisheries, and a rapidly
changing climate are increasingly threatening this system that
has remained relatively intact and unimpacted by human activity
as compared to other global marine ecosystems (Ballance et al.,
2006; Chown et al., 2015; Halpern et al., 2015).
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The CAMLR Convention entered into force on April 7th,
1982 and established a consensus-based decision-making process
by which CCAMLR implements a system of precautionary,
ecosystem-based management and explicitly states in Article
II (1) that the primary “objective of this Convention is the
conservation of Antarctic marine living resources” (CCAMLR,
1980; Fabra and Gascón, 2008; Cordonnery et al., 2015).
CCAMLR has long been considered unique among international
environmental agreements due to its cooperative, consensus-
based negotiating process, its early emphasis on ecosystem-based
management (as opposed to the single-species management
models common among regional fisheries management
organizations), and its precautionary approach to decision-
making that was established due to the region’s remoteness
and vast scale, and a commitment to the idea that a lack of
data should not preclude taking action (Constable et al., 2000;
Parkes, 2000; Miller and Slicer, 2014; Everson, 2015; Wenzel
et al., 2016). CCAMLR is also frequently cited as a leader in
high-seas conservation due to its successful efforts to reduce
fishery bycatch, particularly of seabirds, the development of a
Catch Documentation Scheme to combat illegal, unreported, and
unregulated (IUU) fishing, the establishment of the CCAMLR
Ecosystem Monitoring Program (CEMP), and a set of standards
meant to systematize ecosystem monitoring throughout the
Convention Area (Cullis-Suzuki and Pauly, 2010; Miller, 2011;
Everson, 2015).
The Commission has also sought to designate a representative
network of MPAs in the Southern Ocean to help achieve the
objectives of the Convention by: (1) protecting a representative
samples of ecosystems, biodiversity, and habitats at appropriate
scales; (2) protecting key ecosystem processes; (3) protecting
areas vulnerable to human impact; (4) protecting features critical
to the function of local ecosystems; (5) establishing scientific
reference areas; and (6) maintaining resilience to the effects of
climate change (CCAMLR, 2011). The Commission first outlined
these principles in Conservation Measure (CM) 91-04, a “General
framework for the establishment of CCAMLR Marine Protected
Areas,” which standardized the process by which Members
would propose, negotiate, and designate new MPAs within the
Southern Ocean (Fabra and Gascón, 2008; CCAMLR, 2011;
Everson, 2015). To date, CCAMLR has established two MPAs
within the Convention Area—the South Orkney Islands Southern
Shelf MPA (SOISSMPA) in 2009 and the Ross Sea region
MPA (RSRMPA) in 2016 (CCAMLR, 2009, 2016). Additional
MPAs have been proposed in East Antarctica by Australia, the
European Union and its Member States, New Zealand, Norway,
the United States, and Uruguay, in the Weddell Sea by Australia,
the European Union and its Member States, New Zealand,
Norway, the United States, and Uruguay, and in the Domain 1
planning area along the Western Antarctic Peninsula (Figure 1)
by Argentina and Chile (Sykora-Bodie and Morrison, 2019;
Brooks et al., 2020; Delegations of Argentina and Chile, 2020).
The process for establishing an MPA in the Southern Ocean
begins with the development of a proposal by the sponsoring
nations. Once drafted, this proposal is then formally submitted
to CCAMLR’s Scientific Committee (SC), which reviews the
work to ensure that it is based upon the best available
science. The SC then decides to either recommend further
work on the proposal or determines it does represent the
best available science and formally submits the proposal to
the Commission for its consideration and potential adoption.
Because CCAMLR operates as a consensus-based decision-
making body, and Article XII states that all “matters of
substance shall be taken by consensus,” adoption in effect
requires the absence of any objections from signatory states
(CCAMLR, 1980). Throughout this process, we see two main
stages when forecasts can be complementary and informative:
(1) during the proponents’ initial development of the proposal
when forecasts can be employed to parameterize and refine
the results of spatial optimization tools or to otherwise
inform discussions about the spatial configuration of MPA
proposals; and (2) during the Commission’s deliberations, when
forecasts can help to prioritize objectives and provide insights
into the various (sometimes implicit) social, economic, and
political barriers and opportunities underpinning decision-
making.
Structured Expert Elicitation Protocol
We used a Delphi-style format that relied on two elicitation
rounds [investigate (1); estimate (3)] and one discussion round
[Discuss (2); Figure 2] to obtain quantitative forecasts and gather
data on the underlying factors that influenced experts’ estimates
of the likelihood that specific geographic areas will be designated
as no-take MPAs within the next eight years1 (MacMillan
and Marshall, 2006; Martin et al., 2012; Hemming et al., 2017).
The purpose of a Delphi-style approach is to reduce some
of the common biases associated with eliciting information
from individuals and groups (e.g., anchoring or overconfidence)
and to provide participants with the opportunity to consider
their colleagues’ estimates (and their underlying rationale) and
then reconsider or revise their own forecasts (MacMillan and
Marshall, 2006; O’Hagan et al., 2006; Hemming et al., 2018).
For this elicitation, we selected experts (also referred to as
“participants”) based on their membership in the Domain 1
MPA expert working group that consisted of 29 individuals
from various CCAMLR member countries. Then, we solicited
input from members of the Domain 1 MPA expert working
group to refine our list of experts to be invited as participants
in the elicitation process. To do this, we first identified and
removed from our initial list those individuals who were
perceived to be inactive in group discussions, meetings, and the
planning/advising process in general. Second, we used snowball
and triangulation techniques to identify other individuals who
were not officially part of the Domain 1 MPA expert working
group, but who were perceived by the other participants to be
highly knowledgeable about, or able to influence, the process
of developing the Domain 1 MPA proposal. The final list
consisted of 25 individuals from 14 delegations who we invited
1We chose an eight-year timeframe because the literature suggests that five years
is too short (it provides insufficient time for events to progress or occur) and ten
years is too long (it is difficult for participants to conceptualize/predict that far
into the future). However, eight years aligns with the duration of two presidential
terms, the Olympic cycle, COP meetings, etc., which is more easily conceptualized
by participants for forecasting purposes.
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FIGURE 2 | The elicitation format – The Delphi format elicitation consisted of a preparation stage, the three-round elicitation (numbered 1, 2, 3), and final data
aggregation and analysis. Quantitative and qualitative data were collected during steps one and three.
to participate with a short project description and confidentiality
statement/consent agreement (Duke University IRB #2018-
0072). Participants included diplomats, independent scientists,
academics, and scientists associated with their countries’ national
Antarctic research programs. Although our participation rate was
affected by the COVID-19 pandemic and several individuals were
unable to take part in the study due to personal circumstances,
our invitation to participate was accepted by ten individuals
bringing perspectives from Australia, Germany, New Zealand,
the United Kingdom, and the United States, and the Association
of Responsible Krill harvesting companies (ARK; industry) and
Oceanites (penguin conservation) delegations. Many of these
individuals are quoted throughout this paper, but their names
have not been included because they participated under an
agreement that their comments would remain anonymous.
We selected ten geographic areas along the Western Antarctic
Peninsula (Figure 3) to develop our forecasts. We did this
by relying on spatial data that were collected for an expert
elicitation in which participants identified areas they thought
to be in need of protection or areas where experts believed
there to be opportunities for designating MPAs along the
Western Antarctic Peninsula (Sykora-Bodie et al., 2021). That
project used ArcGIS 10.6.4 to combine 100+ expert elicited
polygons and overlayed them with a hexagonal planning
mesh to create hotspot maps and conduct additional spatial
analyses. Based on these data, we identified spatial clusters,
combined the hexagons, and smoothed the outer boundaries
to create our geographic areas. This resulted in thirteen
clusters, which we reduced to ten to avoid participant burnout
(Fowler, 2013; National Academies, 2016). The ten sites used
in this study were selected because they substantially overlap
with areas included in the proposed Domain 1 MPA but
differed enough that we were not directly commenting on
the proposal itself, which could have interfered with ongoing
negotiations. These ten sites were also selected to represent
geographic diversity and a variety of human activities and natural
environments, thus providing relevant examples of the type of
areas that could be designated in actual negotiations over the
proposed Domain 1 MPA.
We used a questionnaire (Supplementary Appendix A)
and the Qualtrics data collection and management platform
to conduct a remote elicitation that collected quantitative
forecasts, identified drivers, and gauged their relative strength
(Bernard, 2011; Rolstad et al., 2011; Fowler, 2013). We structured
our elicitation according to the IDEA Protocol (“Investigate,”
“Discuss,” “Estimate,” “Aggregate”; Figure 2), which is designed
to elicit low, high, and best probabilistic estimates between 0 and
100% (Hanea et al., 2016; Hemming et al., 2018). We selected this
format because previous studies have shown that it substantially
reduces overconfidence when forming probabilistic estimates
(Speirs-Bridge et al., 2010).
In the first elicitation round (“Investigate”), we used our
questionnaire to present experts with a list of 21 pre-identified
factors (shown in Table 1A of the Results section) that could
shape participants’ opinions and CCAMLR negotiations, and
ultimately influence whether an MPA is designated by CCAMLR.
These factors were previously identified by Sykora-Bodie and
Morrison (2019), who used interviews and document analysis to
identify a comprehensive list that influenced the 2016 designation
of the Ross Sea Region MPA. This list of factors was further
refined and used during a participatory mapping elicitation
by Sykora-Bodie et al. (2021) to structure the collection of
associated qualitative attribute data. In the first round, experts
reviewed and confirmed that the list of pre-identified factors was
comprehensive, and no additional factors were added.
In preparation for round two (“Discuss”), we summarized the
first round of quantitative estimates and qualitative responses and
presented them to the experts. They in turn directly corresponded
with each other via email to explain the reasoning behind some of
their forecasts and respond to other individuals’ explanations and
comments. The text of this discussion was qualitatively analyzed
to assess the importance of various factors on the forecasts
(research objective 2) and to measure their relative influence
(research objective 3).
For our third round, we carried forward the ten factors most
commonly selected by experts and asked them to choose at
least one and up to five factors that influenced their estimates
(Supplementary Appendix A, Question 2). We also asked
experts two open-ended questions about (1) why they changed
their forecasts (if they did so) between the first and second
questionnaires, and (2) which factors influenced their forecasts
the most. Changes to forecasts between rounds 1 and 2 were
minor, but — as expected — they generally converged closer
to the group average, and participants highlighted perspectives
shared by others as the primary motivations for changing their
quantitative forecasts.
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FIGURE 3 | Geographic areas considered in the forecasting elicitation – This area along the Western Antarctic Peninsula is managed by the Commission for the
Conservation of Antarctic Marine Living Resources (CCAMLR). The blue line shows the boundary of the Domain 1 planning area and the shaded polygons show the
ten geographic areas that were presented to experts during the elicitation as notional MPA areas. These ten areas were based on earlier participatory mapping
research (see Sykora-Bodie et al., 2021) and were selected to reflect the wide range of areas currently under consideration for designation by CCAMLR.
Data Analysis
Quantitative Probability Forecasts
To forecast the likelihood of MPA designation within the next
eight years (research objective 1), we imported experts’ individual
forecasts from the questionnaires into the statistical analysis
program R 3.6.3 (and RStudio 1.2.5) for data organization and
cleaning. We calculated three arithmetic means for experts’ low,
best, and high scores, and combined them into credible interval
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FIGURE 4 | Final quantitative forecasts of the likelihood of MPA designation – These forecasts represent three (low, best, high) separate arithmetic mean estimates of
the likelihood that each area “is designated or included within a no-take (e.g., ‘general protection zone’) MPA within the next eight years.” The lower end, dot, and
upper end of each line represent the low, best, and high estimates, respectively, rather than a single estimate with two other points representing the extent of its
associated confidence interval. Here, the forecasts are arranged latitudinally (north to south) on the y-axis.
forecasts (lowest forecast to highest forecast) for each of the ten
areas under consideration along the Western Antarctic Peninsula
(O’Leary et al., 2009; Speirs-Bridge et al., 2010; Hemming et al.,
2017). We created boxplots for the “best” forecast scores to
visualize the variation in experts’ responses and calculated the
mean and standard deviation (Supplementary Appendix C).
We ranked the ten most influential factors identified in round
three by selection frequency to gain insight into how much
influence each exerts on forecasted outcomes (Supplementary
Appendix A, question 3).
Qualitative Data
To answer our second (describing the importance of influential
factors) and third (to measure and/or quantify their relative
strength) research objectives, we coded and analyzed the
responses from the questionnaire and the round two email
discussion in the qualitative data analysis software QSR NVivo
12.6.0. We used a pre-determined qualitative coding structure
(Supplementary Appendix B) that was based on earlier
research that identified the key factors that influence negotiated
conservation outcomes at CCAMLR meetings (Sykora-Bodie
and Morrison, 2019). There were 21 of these factors, which
were organized into four main categories of drivers—biophysical,
socioeconomic, geopolitical, and scientific—which we used as the
primary organizational lens for our analysis and reporting in
later sections. We built upon this research and used this coding
structure to organize experts’ responses and identify key patterns
and themes throughout the data (Supplementary Appendix B).
After coding our data, we reviewed and synthesized each category
to better understand the drivers influencing their forecasts, as
well as the relative weight that each of the four categories was
exerting on those forecasts.
RESULTS
Forecasting the Likelihood of MPA
Designation
Our results ranged from a mean “best” forecasted likelihood
of 18% for the Bransfield Strait to 59% for Marguerite Bay
(Figure 4; the dot in the middle of each forecast). These forecasts
showed a latitudinal gradient with northern areas of the Western
Antarctic Peninsula being perceived to have a lower likelihood of
designation than southern areas. As one expert stated during the
discussion round, “I think the general broad direction is pretty
clear, i.e., a latitudinal gradient where the northern areas are less
likely to be included in an MPA network while the southern
areas are more likely.” Additionally, this latitudinal gradient was
apparent when we compared the range of forecasts provided
for each location. Focusing solely on the variation in the “best”
forecasts (Supplementary Appendix C), we found that northern
areas (e.g., the South Orkney Islands, Joinville and the Danger
Islands, and the Gerlache Strait) had wider ranges of estimates





















TABLE 1 | First round selection frequency of factors influencing quantitative forecasts – The factors below were presented to experts based on prior research (Sykora-Bodie and Morrison, 2019; Sykora-Bodie et al.,
2021).
Selection frequency is the number of times experts noted the factor as being important [out of a possible total of 100 (ten participants × ten areas)]. “Carried forward” indicates whether or not it ranked in the top ten
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on average than southern areas (e.g., North Adelaide Island,
Southwest Alexander Island) suggesting that experts thought the
presence of more extensive human activity makes the likelihood
of designation in this region more unpredictable.
When looking at individual locations, three sites were
noticeable for various reasons: the Bransfield Strait, the area
surrounding the Joinville/Danger Islands, and the Gerlache Strait
(qualitative data; Figure 4 and Supplementary Appendix C).
The Bransfield Strait stood out because it: (1) did not conform
to the overall latitudinal pattern; (2) was considered much less
likely to be included within an MPA designation than adjacent
locations (e.g., Elephant Island and the South Shetland Islands)
due to the presence and density of fishing activity; and (3)
had the narrowest “best” estimate range of any location under
consideration (Supplementary Appendix C) indicating high
agreement between experts.
As for the Joinville/Danger Islands, this area was notable
due to experts’ divergent forecasts. On the one hand, some
experts provided higher forecasts, which they justified based on
the region’s current inaccessibility due to sea ice, the fact that
fishing in the area has significantly decreased in recent years,
and important aggregations sensitive of wildlife such as Adélie
penguins on Heroina Island. On the other, some experts provided
lower forecasts, which they justified based on the potential for a
changing climate to reduce sea ice coverage and make this area
more accessible to fishing vessels.
When we looked solely at the “best” estimates for the Gerlache
Strait (Supplementary Appendix C), we found a wider range of
forecasts than any other location. The qualitative data indicated
that existing fisheries and the complexity of setting aside such a
highly trafficked area led some experts to provide lower forecasts,
whereas extensive tourism, dense aggregations of whales, and the
relatively small geographic size of the area caused other experts
to provide higher forecasts. For example, one individual noted
that “The second site [the Gerlache Strait] is key for humpback
whales, a recovering krill-dependent species. Given the public
perception of this species, coupled with the tourist penetration
into this area, CCAMLR could achieve a second ‘easier’ win. In
the case of the Gerlache, it might not be feasible to argue for year-
round protection, but seasonal protection should be feasible. It
could be a PR [public relations] coup for CCAMLR.”
Key Factors Influencing Experts’
Forecasts and Their Relative Weight in
Determining Successful Outcomes
In the following section, we discuss the ranking of factors
influencing the forecasts and the rationale given by expert
respondents (research objectives two and three) and
organize our reporting by using the four categories of factors
identified by Sykora-Bodie and Morrison (2019)—biophysical,
socioeconomic, geopolitical, and scientific. We define them
as follows:
1) Biophysical—relating to the natural environment or
processes, including wildlife, ecosystems, and climate
change;
2) Socioeconomic—relating to human activities of a cultural,
educational, commercial or economic nature;
3) Geopolitical—relating to international politics including
territorial integrity/expansion, security, or conservation;
and
4) Scientific—relating to scientific research or the pursuit of
knowledge.
Geopolitical Factors
Of the five geopolitical factors presented in the first elicitation
round, three were not carried forward into the final elicitation
round (Table 1). Territorial claims received only two selections
in the first round between all experts and locations, which is
unsurprising given that participants may have been unlikely
to suggest to researchers and others in the Delphi process
that they play a role in negotiations since territorial claims
are officially on hold under the terms of the Antarctic Treaty
(Antarctic Treaty, 1959).
The two geopolitical factors that were carried forward [“global
political forces (i.e., foreign policy related),” and politically
motivated “objections to proposed no-take areas (GPZs)”] were
identified as being the first and second most important factors
shaping experts’ forecasts, respectively (Table 1). This is what
we anticipated given the contentious nature of the debate over
expanding the network of MPAs (CCAMLR, 2017, 2018) and
as one individual stated, “Geopolitics and the need for a win
will be the drivers that put this over the top, no science
arguments will convince extractive interests to compromise.”
Finally, “Objections to proposed no-take areas (GPZs)” was more
frequently selected for northern areas (Figure 5, column 8) and
the qualitative data showed that this was partially linked to the
presence of active fisheries.
Socioeconomic Factors
Experts selected the three socioeconomic factors linked to fishing
to carry forward (Table 1) and then ranked them 3rd, 7th, and
9th, respectively (Table 1), with the two lower rankings perhaps
resulting from how the factors were worded and structured
as exclusive/inverse categories (“existing fisheries” ranked high
while “no fisheries” ranked low). This makes sense given that
fisheries are currently the sole extractive economic activity taking
place in the Southern Ocean and one of the primary objections
to MPA proposals has been that they will constrain or displace
fisheries, which was also raised during the round two discussion.
The qualitative data supported this interpretation with most
experts agreeing that areas where fisheries currently operate
are much less likely to be designated. Individuals repeatedly
highlighted the perceived difficulty of implementing closures
in heavily fished areas, as noted in the following statements:
“The overlap of several areas with existing or historical krill
fishing grounds pose a significant hurdle to adoption as general
protection zones”; “Currently, there is no opportunity to declare
as an MPA an area with active fishing”; and “All areas with
existing fisheries will be extremely difficult to include in a GPZ
[general protection zone].”
Areas that were historically more heavily fished also led
to divergent opinions (Supplementary Appendix D). Some
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FIGURE 5 | A heatmap of the number of times factors were selected as being influential for each area under consideration. The y-axis is arranged latitudinally, north
to south.
individuals thought areas where fishing has decreased are more
likely to be designated after being abandoned by the industry.
For example, certain areas around the South Shetlands, Elephant
Island, and Joinville Island have seen less fishing in recent years
and might be better candidates for spatial closures than the
quantitative forecasts suggest. As one individual stated, “I feel
that there is some hope for developing official CCAMLR spatial
management in a couple of places [tip of the Peninsula (Joinville
and Danger Islands) and the Gerlache]. The first of these sites is
not heavily fished and has never been heavily fished, even though
it clearly is a location with a lot of krill. The tip of the Peninsula is
often ice covered, so inaccessible. Thus, it is an important site for
Adélie penguins, but not accessible to the fishery. It should be an
easy win.” Alternatively, others noted that localized overfishing,
led to decreased fishing activity, which in turn has resulted in
stock recovery. This stock recovery may lead to renewed fishing
interest around places like the South Shetland Islands.
In combination, the existence of fisheries and political
objections to establishing MPAs were the most frequently
cited factors influencing experts’ forecasts (Table 1). This was
supported with numerous qualitative statements. For example,
one individual wrote that “Overall, the major hurdle to
designation by the Commission remains their ability to resolve
the trade-off between current fishing and geopolitical positions
on the one hand versus an MPA’s ability to mitigate climate
threats and provide protections for threatened and vulnerable
populations on the other.”
Biophysical Factors
Experts frequently cited the importance of biophysical factors
in shaping their quantitative forecasts with concerns about
“important habitat” ranking 4th, “anticipated impacts from
climate change” ranking 5th, “large aggregations of wildlife”
ranking 6th, and finally concerns about “sensitive wildlife
populations” ranking 10th (Table 1). “Anticipated impacts from
climate change” had higher selection frequency further south,
which was initially counterintuitive until qualitative data revealed
that experts were selecting this factor with the understanding
that southern areas of the Peninsula would be more likely to be
gazetted as no-take zones given their ability to serve as refugia
for species fleeing warming temperatures to the north (Figure 5,
column 4). Joinville and the Danger Islands were clear exceptions
to this latitudinal trend (Figure 5, column 4) because their unique
local oceanographic conditions (cold water intrusion from the
Weddell Sea), which led experts to suggest they may serve as cold-
water refugia. As one stated, “The tip of the Peninsula is a critical
environment, not just for penguins and krill, it is an area that
will remain relatively cold (in the water column and on the sea
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bottom) because of the direct influence of the Weddell Sea. Other
areas [at higher latitude WAP (Western Antarctic Peninsula)] are
likely to have warmer bottom waters as offshore waters invade the
shelf. Therefore, the tip could be. . . a refuge (or potential refugia)
for more highly polar taxa.”
The qualitative responses reinforced that experts perceive
specific geographic locations to be more likely to be designated as
no-take areas if they harbor large aggregations of wildlife such as
Adélie penguin mega-colonies in the Danger Islands (Figure 5,
column 2) or seasonal aggregations of foraging whales in the
Gerlache Strait. Experts also noted that a location’s contribution
to the health and functioning of the broader ecosystem, for
example as a krill nursery area around the South Shetland Islands
(Figure 5, column 3), make it more likely to be designated
in the future. As one individual stated in explaining their
forecast suggesting that the Gerlache Strait is more likely than
many other areas to be designated, they said that it “harbors
important ecosystem processes and large concentrations of
marine mammals and could serve as refugia in the event of
environmental change.”
Scientific Factors
Only one scientific factor (“a lack of scientific data”) was carried
forward into the second round by experts, in which they ranked
it 8th overall (Table 1). Qualitative responses were mixed, with
some experts saying that resolving scientific knowledge gaps is
key to designating additional MPAs, while others suggested that
even though gaps do exist, they do not preclude designations
and are only a convenient excuse used by opponents to block
consensus on proposed MPAs. One of the areas highlighted as an
existing knowledge gap or area of scientific uncertainty is around
predator-prey dynamics and how krill fisheries in the northern
areas of the peninsula may be harming predators. To help
reduce some of the uncertainty or solve some of the complexity
associated with krill fishery management around specific areas
like the Bransfield Strait, CCAMLR is considering implementing
a new krill fishery management mechanism. However, nearly
all experts agreed that doing so is incredibly complex and
that it may be impossible given the current understanding of
habitat-krill-predator dynamics along the Western Antarctic
Peninsula. The seasonal dynamics of predator-prey interaction
led several experts to suggest that seasonal closures would be
more appropriate, but they cautioned that it would likely be more
difficult to design and implement these types of triggers and rules
than permanent spatial closures.
DISCUSSION
Many conservation planning efforts are characterized by high
levels of uncertainty and a lack of sufficient spatial/ecological
data (Martin et al., 2012; McBride et al., 2012; Sutherland and
Burgman, 2015). In these instances, forecasting techniques
can be used to inform efforts such as MPA planning. Our
research sought to fill this gap in the literature in ways that
are both broadly theoretical/methodological and narrowly
applied/case specific. From a theoretical/methodological
standpoint, we presented data collection methods and a roadmap
for conservation scientists who may be considering how
to use probabilistic judgements to support various types of
environmental decision-making such as spatial prioritization
or allocation of management resources. From an applied
standpoint, our elicitation focuses on predicting the likelihood
of designating additional no-take MPAs along the Western
Antarctic Peninsula and examining the relative influence of
various biophysical, socioeconomic, geopolitical, and scientific
factors in shaping those forecasts and serving as barriers or
opportunities to further action.
Quantitative Forecasts
Because this is the first use of forecasting techniques to prioritize
spaces and predict their likelihood of designation (in our case
varying between 18 and 59%), we lack relevant comparative
examples to help interpret their magnitude in the forecasts
(should they be considered high or low?). Forecasted values are
context dependent and will be interpreted differently depending
on the arena. For example, a forecast that a little over 60%
of marine turtles entangled in fishing lines, nets, or traps will
perish may be considered high by marine turtle experts and
conservation practitioners (Wilcox et al., 2016), but this example
does not suggest how we should interpret our forecasts.
It is also difficult to provide context for our forecasts because
proponents of the Domain 1 MPA may interpret these numbers
positively and point to them as evidence that those involved
in the process believe certain locations are more likely than
not to be designated (North Adelaide Island, Marguerite Bay,
and Northwest and Southwest Alexander Island). Similarly,
though, opponents may feel positively about the fact that
even these four highest forecasts are between 50% and 60%.
In short, these numbers should be interpreted with care and
within the constrained context of the study, and we caution
against their direct use to support or oppose specific proposals.
However, much of the “value” of these forecasts stems from
the fact that they show a collective estimate that is stronger
than anecdotal evidence. Forecasting can be used to inform
negotiating strategies and future iterations of MPA proposals,
and they provide insights into each area’s relative likelihood
of designation. On this last point, we mean that they suggest
CCAMLR members are more likely to include Marguerite Bay
in a future designation than the Bransfield Strait or, alternatively,
that protecting the Bransfield Strait would require significantly
more negotiating effort.
Drivers of Perceived Outcomes and the
Relative Strength of Various Factors
Our results highlighted the key role that geopolitical and
socioeconomic factors play in shaping MPA boundaries and
perceptions of the likelihood of designation, which, ultimately,
further influence negotiations to designate MPAs within our
study context (Supplementary Appendix D). This finding is
consistent with literature on conservation planning literature
(Walmsley and White, 2003; Pollnac et al., 2010; Giakoumi
et al., 2011; Rossiter and Levine, 2014; Gurney et al., 2015) and
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Antarctica (Dodds and Hemmings, 2013; Hodgson-Johnston,
2015; Bray, 2020).
The qualitative data that we collected from experts highlighted
the role of socioeconomic interests and the interplay between
them and geopolitical factors. As one individual noted, and others
echoed in similar comments, “It is clear that the most important
factor in determining whether a CCAMLR MPA has a chance
of being adopted is the [presence or absence of a] fishery.” This
emphasizes the common sentiment among many experts that
fisheries are one of the primary barriers impeding the further
evolution of a CCAMLR ecosystem-based management regime
(i.e., the establishment of a representative network of MPAs)
that is consistent with the Convention’s primary objective of
achieving “the conservation of Antarctic marine living resources”
(CCAMLR, 1980; Miller and Slicer, 2014; Everson, 2015; Liu and
Brooks, 2018).
Geographic/Spatial Patterns
Additionally, the strong latitudinal gradient indicating that
southern areas are more likely to be designated than northern
areas (Figures 3, 4) mimics the recent evolution of the Domain 1
MPA proposal. The preliminary 2017 Domain 1 MPA proposal
contained more no-take ‘General Protection Zones’ to the
north, but following objections from opponents, these were
shifted further south in the 2018/2019 proposals (Delegations
of Argentina and Chile, 2017, 2019) to areas that are similarly
ecologically valuable but also perceived to be more politically
acceptable to opponents (Brown et al., 2019; Sykora-Bodie
et al., 2021). To what extent access to fisheries, geopolitical
objections, and the potential benefit of southern areas as “climate
refugia” (Supplementary Appendix D) have each influenced
these revisions is unknown, but they collectively motivate
opponents’ objections, and have therefore contributed to the
proposal’s revision (CCAMLR, 2017, 2018).
Although it is possible that the evolution of the proposal
influenced experts’ responses during the elicitation, we do not
believe this to be the case for several reasons. First, these
individuals are not drawing the boundaries for the proposal
themselves, but rather providing data, serving as conduits to
their national delegations, and commenting or advising on
the work of the Argentinean and Chilean Domain 1 proposal
planning team. Additionally, the shift of the proposal to cover
more southern areas is not being driven internally by members
of the planning team, but externally, by CCAMLR members
wishing to protect access to existing commercial fishing grounds
located further north.
Conservation Implications
Although spatially referenced ecological data remains the
foundation of protected area design, this paper illustrates
how forecasting techniques can complement these data, site
selection algorithms, and spatial prioritization methods by
accounting for and incorporating additional social, economic,
and political considerations. Forecasting methods can inform
protected area planning and decision making similar to how
fisheries data, social-ecological vulnerability mapping, and
spatially referenced social, economic, and political considerations
have been used to identify areas that are more or less likely to
have unacceptable socioeconomic impacts on local communities
and resource users or to identify socio-political opportunities
(Guerrero and Wilson, 2016; Thiault et al., 2017; Sykora-Bodie
et al., 2021). In the case of the Southern Ocean, for example, these
data can be used to identify areas of conservation importance that
diplomats could prioritize for achieving consensus sooner, while
also identifying areas that may require additional information
or discussions to successfully designate. In this case, a multi-
stage approach could be taken, where consideration of the more
controversial areas is delayed while more focused discussion or
research occurs as has happened with the proposed Weddell
Sea MPA, and as was relied upon to extend the Heard Island
and McDonald Islands MPA after it was originally designated
(Welsford et al., 2011). Although this is not the ideal approach
for selecting areas to set aside for conservation purposes, MPA
designation is a political act that alters stakeholders’ access to and
control over resources. As a result, we may as well accept the
often overtly political nature of the process (e.g., the inclusion
of the Krill Research Zone in the RSRMPA to gain Chinese
support) and adapt planning processes to incorporate additional
considerations that are important from a political perspective.
One concern for conservation planners is that although
forecasts can inform MPA site prioritization, they have the
potential to inadvertently undermine conservation efforts if not
used cautiously. By identifying and highlighting areas perceived
to be more socially, economically, and/or politically acceptable,
forecasts may incentivize the designation of areas that provide
few (if any) conservation benefits. These “residual reserves”
occur when planners prioritize minimizing opportunity costs
to humans and fail to separate or protect biodiversity from
the human activities threatening its persistence (Devillers et al.,
2014; Pressey et al., 2015). As a result, we must be clear that
forecasts are not a substitute for ecological or socioeconomic
data or a precautionary approach, and they should not be
used as the primary method for identifying high-priority
conservation areas for decision-makers to designate as MPAs.
Rather, forecasting techniques are most useful when they are
used to inform discussions and to supplement traditional site
selection algorithms and spatial prioritization methods (Guerrero
and Wilson, 2016; Thiault et al., 2017; Sykora-Bodie et al., 2021).
In particular, we see two times during the broader conservation
planning process that forecasting techniques can best inform
decision-making: (1) during the proposal and negotiation phase
to prioritize sites for inclusion (as explained above); and, not
included in our study, (2) after designation, to help managers
allocate resources for monitoring and enforcement, prioritize
management interventions such as fire management or removing
invasive species, or predict the likelihood of the successful
application of these interventions.
Finally, regardless of the specific context, the conservation
planning literature encourages more effective stakeholder
participation and suggests the planning process itself is critical
for sharing knowledge and building consensus (Pressey and
Bottrill, 2009; Gleason et al., 2010; Groves and Game, 2015).
In the case of the Southern Ocean, MPA proponents can
(and are, in the case of the Domain 1 planning process) use
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a collaborative conservation planning process to strategically
engage various stakeholders, build consensus, and advocate for
preferred outcomes. Forecasting techniques can be similarly
used as a consensus-building tool by providing a forum for
stakeholder discussion.
Limitations of the Study
Consistent with guidance on expert elicitation processes, we
assembled an adequate group of experts, in terms of size
and diversity that represented the range of delegations and
perspectives relevant to the topic. However, including the views
of some additional key member countries (e.g., Argentina,
Chile, China, Russia) could certainly bring additional differing
viewpoints that could contribute to understanding the complex
political processes being studied. Therefore, we caution that while
our data is informative, and worth considering, it should not be
considered exhaustive of differing viewpoints (Morgan, 2014).
Similar forecasting exercises have relied on 12–15 individuals
(Burgman et al., 2011a) or 13–25 individuals (Burgman et al.,
2011b), and Aspinall (2010) recommends between 8 and 15
individuals and Hemming et al. (2017) 10–20 individuals
(Aspinall, 2010; Hemming et al., 2017). Although we used a
format designed to reduce individual and group biases, we
have followed standard practice and reported the results in
probabilistic terms that reflect the difficulties associated with
forecasting. Developing forecasts of any event (e.g., fishery yields
or species extinction risk) is difficult, but predicting human
behavior is even more complex and the likelihood of various
outcomes may even change in response to these forecasts—hence
the field’s traditional use of Bayesian models to incorporate new
data into forecasts and decision-making.
Additionally, while some research suggests that expert
elicitations benefit from in-person workshops (Brown et al.,
2014), other elicitations have successfully tested the efficacy of
remote methods for capturing accurate assessments (McBride
et al., 2012). In our case, we believe that an in-person workshop
would have improved the quality of discussion during the second
round by permitting more interaction and debate between the
experts, but we were limited by the COVID-19 pandemic. For
similar future efforts, we recommend attempting (where feasible)
a remote, online discussion following the first round of forecasts.
It is, however, important to remember that consensus is not the
objective, and that even in a workshop, individuals must still
develop their own independent first and second round estimates
(Hemming et al., 2018).
Finally, structuring the ranking of factors section of the
questionnaire to permit the experts to narrow the list themselves
has some drawbacks. For one, this resulted in uneven lists of
factors within each of the four primary categories. The result
was a potential dilution of ‘votes’ for each factor that made
it more difficult to clearly understand which factors played
the greatest role in shaping perceptions. Were socioeconomic
factors the most important, or would geopolitical factors have
been selected more frequently if there had been a third option
in the second round of the questionnaire? Were scientific
factors truly less influential as the first round indicated? Or
did the structure of the second questionnaire disadvantage
them? Similarly, this approach to narrowing the categories led
to somewhat overlapping categories in several instances. For
example, “sensitive wildlife populations” likely overlaps with
“large aggregations of wildlife”, and the inverse relationship
between “existing fisheries” and “no fisheries” could be a problem.
However, concerns about these very problems were the reason
that we also directly asked them about the relative strength of the
factors and then used the qualitative data to more closely examine
what the ranking data actually represents.
Future Research
Although our elicitation consisting of ten individuals is consistent
with guidance provided by the literature, we would like to test
how doubling or tripling the group size to include a greater
number of experts affects the precision and robustness of the
forecasts. By this we mean to determine the group size at which
the addition or removal of any individual forecast fails to lead
to significantly different forecasts. Statistical theory suggests that
larger groups would be less sensitive to the loss or addition
of a single expert’s forecasts, therefore, it would be interesting
to compare random subsets of forecasts to assess how many
participants are required to create a more robust sample that
is less sensitive to outlying forecasts. Similarly, this type of
elicitation is influenced by a wide range of individual biophysical,
socioeconomic, geopolitical, and scientific factors, many of which
are linked to or informed by an even smaller subset of the
participating experts. As a result, a larger group might make
driver-based conclusions more robust by strengthening the
individual factors that contribute to collective forecasts are (e.g.,
krill-sea ice dynamics). The challenge is that this will likely create
a group that is too large for a single discussion. This might be
addressed by breaking the group into sub-groups or possibly
rotating participants so that they all interact with each other.
Finally, several comments during the discussion round
suggested reconsidering the size of proposed no-take areas.
Although larger areas are more likely to be representative and
to allow species to move and adapt to the impacts of a changing
climate (McLeod et al., 2009; Howard et al., 2017; Roberts et al.,
2017), both of which are key objectives of CCAMLR MPAs
(CCAMLR, 2011), several comments suggested that smaller areas
may still provide conservation benefits while also being more
politically acceptable.
CONCLUSION
In situations where conservation planning efforts lack sufficient
spatial/ecological data or are characterized by high levels of
uncertainty, we have demonstrated how expert elicitation and
forecasting techniques can be an additional input into decision-
making. In particular, these methods can be integrated during
the early design phase by structuring data collection, during
negotiations to designate an MPA, and after establishment
by helping environmental decision-makers allocate resources,
prioritize management interventions, or predict the likelihood of
their success. Our findings show that experts can help to identify
and then prioritize spaces for conservation using forecasting
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techniques, supports the potential application of structured
expert elicitation techniques to collate, analyze and interpret
judgments, which can facilitate effective knowledge sharing
and consensus building through systematic and transparent
processes. This is particularly true in politically charged
negotiations and international environmental regimes such
as CCAMLR that are highly politicized, characterized by
complexity and uncertainty, and whose decisions have significant
implications for global efforts to conserve biodiversity.
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